Introduction
Several bird species that breed in the temperate grasslands of North America, many of which winter in the Neotropics, declined in abundance during the past quarter century. The Lark Bunting (see Table 1 for scientific names) and Grasshopper Sparrow, as examples, declined by about half during that period, as indexed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's Breeding Bird Survey. Populations of other grassland species have also diminished steadily, if not as spectacularly.
Why so many species declined is not known, but continued conversion of perennial grassland to annually tilled cropland is a suspected cause. A test of this possibility is offered by the Conservation Reserve Program, a program of the United States Department of Agriculture that caused the reversion of millions of hectares of marginal cropland to perennial grassland. Under this Program, landowners are paid to plant perennial vegetation on certain eroding or highly erodible fields. They receive annual payments during the 10 years of the contract. Although the primary objectives of the Program involved reduction of crop surpluses and protection of soil from erosion, wildlife habitat was listed as a secondary objective.
We evaluated the use by breeding birds of selected Program fields in eastern Montana, North Dakota, South Dakota, and western Minnesota. These four states have about four million hectares of land enrolled in the Program.
Study Areas and Methods
We selected nine counties for sampling in order to have one county representing each major geological landform within each state. In each county, we selected fields with a broad range of sizes and practices.
We surveyed fields for breeding birds according to the procedures of Stewart and Kantrud (1972) , which allow a fairly rapid assessment of the breeding bird community of a field. Each field was searched once each year by one or two observers on foot. All indicated breeding pairs were tallied, based on vocalizing males, females (for Brown-headed Cowbirds), pairs, or a nest. Surveys were made between dawn and midafternoon, avoiding precipitation or strong winds. Surveys were conducted during 22 May to 2 July 1990 and 28 May to 29 June 1991.
We obtained population trends for birds from Breeding Bird Survey (Robbins et al. 1986 ) results during 19661990 for the Central Region, roughly between the Rocky Mountains and the Mississippi River, and for the continent north of Mexico. Trends were based on methods described by Geissler and Sauer (1990) .
In 1990, we counted birds on 240 fields in the nine counties, for a total area of 4654 ha. In 1991 we surveyed 335 fields totaling 6181 ha; 190 of these fields, involving 3662 ha, had also been included in 1990. For the two years, field size ranged from 0.5 to 72.7 ha, with a median of 14.4 ha. Grasses and legumes were the most common plants on Conservation Reserve Program fields, but variation was considerable from county to county and among fields. Table 1 . Densities of breeding birds (indicated pairs/100 ha) in cropland and in Conservation Reserve Program fields, and trends in abundance estimated from Breeding Bid Survevs. per 100 ha) were 123.5 in 1990 and 123.6 in 1991. Overall, the Lark Bunting was the most abundant bird in Program fields, although it was absent or rare in counties in the Drift Prairie and Black Prairie ( Table 2 ). The Grasshopper Sparrow was the next most common species. The Red-winged Blackbird, third in average abundance, was uncommon in the more arid habitats of Montana and Butte County, South Dakota. The Western Meadowlark and Horned Lark, ranked fourth and fifth, showed patterns of abundance decreasing from west to east. Among the other species common in the fields, the Eastern Kingbird, Barn Swallow, and Mourning Dove occurred fairly regularly with average densities not varying markedly by county ( Table 2 ). The Western Kingbird was most common in the Missouri Coteau and Drift Prairie; it was uncommon in the Black Prairie. The remaining species were far more variable, having high densities in some counties and being absent from others. For a comparison with cropland bird populations, we examined the original data from the Stewart and Kantrud ( 1972) survey, which provided information on 194 cropland fields totaling 4400 ha. Only the Horned Lark occurred in appreciably higher densities in cropland than in Conservation Reserve Program land, and the Chestnut-collared Longspur, Vesper Sparrow, and Kill- deer were slightly more comrnon in cropland (Table 1 ) .
In contrast, densities of the other 16 species listed were seven times greater (the median) in Program fields than in cropland.
We examined the population trends of these species, using the 1966-1990 data from Breeding Bird Surveys. Of the four species that occurred in higher densities in cropland than in Conservation Reserve Program fields: none had a significant (P < 0.10) upward or downward trend (Table 1 ) . Six of the species less common in cropland than Program fields had significant downward trends. The two most common species in Program fields, the Lark Bunting and Grasshopper Sparrow, declined by more than 4 percent per year during , both in the Central Region and continentally (Table 1). The Clay-colored Sparrow also declined significantly in the Central Region and continentally. The Bobolink had been declining at 2.7 percent per year in the Central Region, and the Dickcissel at about 1.5 percent per year. Baird's Sparrow, a prairie species with (1991) for southeastern Nebraska, indicate that the Conservation Reserve Program offers breeding habitat for several of these species and, if continued, may have the potential to reverse their downward trends.
Although more research on habitats provided by the Conservation Reserve Program in the northern Great Plains can and should be carried out, early results indicate the tremendous value of restored grasslands to a host of breeding prairie birds. The Program provided for 10-year leases, which will begin to expire in 1996. At that time, many farmers will likely return their Program fields to cultivation, even though those areas may not be needed to meet demands for crop production. It would be wise conservation-of soil, water, and bird resources-to continue the Conservation Reserve Program in some form.
